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Adventure tourism: The role of social comparison theory in successful advertising images 
Abstract 
 
This study examined the effects of intensity levels depicted in images used to represent 
adventure tourism activities on consumer attitudes. The study was to answer five questions: 1) 
Does the level of intensity portrayed in an adventure tourism activity image affect consumer 
attitudes toward the image? 2) Does the level of intensity portrayed in an adventure tourism 
activity image affect consumer attitudes toward the activity? 3) Does the level of intensity 
portrayed in an adventure tourism activity image affect consumer purchase intentions? 4) Does 
social comparison theory explain the relationship between effective advertising images and 
consumers?  5) Are consumers of adventure tourism activities driven by upward or downward 
comparisons when shown adventure images? The proposed research questions were examined 
using a 3 x 2 experimental design. Results indicate social comparison theory can explain the 
relationship between effective adventure tourism images. However, the level of intensity alone 
does not affect attitudes toward the image, activity, or purchase intention.   
 
Keywords: Mass Communication, Adventure Tourism, Social Comparison Theory, Images
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Adventure tourism: The role of social comparison theory in successful advertising images 
Today’s travelers are looking for a specialized experience they can achieve through 
specific activities, and it has been challenging for those in the special interest segment of 
adventure tourism to match the wide array of adventure products and services to this changing 
consumer base (Sung, 2004). What is apparent is the growing popularity in taking part in 
adventure activities. What is not clear is which advertisements, particularly the images within 
those advertisements, are most appealing to consumers. This study aims to uncover an effective 
approach to crafting adventure tourism advertising images by understanding what appeals to the 
growing consumer base and why. Those who choose to take part in adventure tourism activities 
have traditionally been labeled sensation seekers, defined as those seeking “varied, novel, 
complex, and intense sensations and experiences, and the willingness to take physical, social, 
legal, and financial risks for the sake of such experience” (Zuckerman, 1994, p. 27). This has led 
marketing professionals and those in the adventure tourism industry to ignore individuals not 
traditionally thought to fit the above definition or to engage in high stimulation activities (Weber, 
2001).  
As the adventure tourism industry has grown so has the number of commercial outfitters, 
providing opportunity for more people to take part in experiences that would otherwise require 
years of practice and expensive equipment (McGillivray & Frew, 2007). This presents an 
opportunity for emerging strategic communication plans to be used across all media. Various 
countries or geographic areas have already taken advantage of the emerging market. For 
example, Queenstown, New Zealand, now markets itself as ‘the adventure capital of the world,’ 
although it has always been a tourist destination (Cater, 2006). It changed its character to suit 
tourists looking for thrilling activities such as bungee jumping and canyoning, which can be 
1131TTRA 2014 International Conference: Tourism and the New Global Economy
  
4 
provided by those willing to spend the time necessary to gain skills needed to guide others 
(Cater).  
 Consumer research concerning today’s adventure tourists as consumers of commercial 
goods is scarce. This study expands the research by examining what images are effective when 
advertising adventure activities. Specifically, it examines the level of intensity presented in 
images that attract consumers to an adventure tourism activity, and the affect it has on purchase 
decisions. Research surrounding the adventure tourism industry has focused primarily on internal 
motivation (Fluker & Turner, 2000; Weber, 2001; Dickson & Dolnicar, 2004; Sung, 2004; Cater, 
2006) rather than external factors such as advertising images or social pressures, and has been 
primarily industry-driven, focusing on empirical implications rather than theoretical frameworks 
(Sung, 2004). This research explores how social comparison, the tendency to compare our skills 
and opinions with others, influences how we view various advertisements or images using social 
comparison theory as a theoretical framework. Social comparison theory states “People evaluate 
their opinions and abilities by comparison respectively with the opinions and abilities of others” 
(Festinger, 1954, p. 118). At one time or another, everyone engages in social comparison; the act 
is universal (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). It is used as a cue to gauge our own achievements, gain 
self-esteem, or develop opinions about a certain issue (Gibbons & Buunk). Knowing the motive 
behind purchasing a commerical adventure activity may help determine which images will 
appeal to a changing demographic of consumers.  
Individuals set out with long-term goals of the person they want to be, and base their 
beliefs toward becoming that person (More & Averill, 2003). Similar to Bourdieu’s concept of 
symbolic capital, in which people seek honor and prestige through the subjective opinion of 
those around them, emphasis is put on the outward appearance toward others, and the desire to 
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be thought of as a certain type of person (McGillivray & Frew, 2007). We create an outward 
image of ourselves by comparing ourselves to those around us, shaping our ideas of how to 
behave (More & Averill). Commercial outfitters allow adventure tourists to fullfil this desired 
outward appearance much quicker than in years past by offering bite size experiences and 
choreographed images to share (McGillivray & Frew). Social comparison affects both positive 
and negative word of mouth (WOM), and allows consumers to satisfy social needs by doing 
things such as bragging about a product or activity to enhance self-image (Alexandrov et al.). 
Breazeale and Ponder (2011) found consumers form relationships with brands they perceive to 
possess an image similar to their self-image. They found multiple respondents reported feeling a 
retailer was just like them; if they thought of themselves as “outdoorsy” or “rugged” they were 
more likely to be drawn toward images that portray that lifestyle (Breazeale & Ponder).  
A person’s concept of self at any time depends on the views others have of them in that 
situation (Morse & Gergen, 1970). There are no set measurements to gauge how a person fits 
into a situation; therefore a person will begin to compare themselves to those around them 
(Morse & Gergen). The comparison can be toward someone thought of as better off (upward 
comparison), which can cause either an increased drive to attain such a position, or result in the 
negative effect of lowered self-esteem (Morse & Gergen), or someone seemingly in a worse of 
situation (downward comparison) used to boost self-esteem by comparing to someone of less 
competition (Buunk & Gibbons). Morse and Gergen presented job applicants waiting for an 
interview with a person who was either, what they termed, socially desirable or socially 
undesirable. They found the job applicants’ self-esteem decreased in the presence of the socially 
desirable person (upward comparison) while it increased in the presence of the socially 
undesirable person (downward comparison). The lack of research surrounding upward vs. 
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downward comparisons in the adventure tourism industry creates the opportunity to discover 
which cognitive action proves stronger when making the decision to purchase a commercial trip.  
 While everyone takes part in social comparison at one point or another in their lives, 
some are more susceptible, and said to possess a high social comparison orientation (SCO) 
(Buunk & Gibbons, 2007). Those with a high SCO are characterized by three features: (a) a 
heightened awareness of public and private self-image, and a tendency to focus on first person 
using “I” or “me” more often, (b) a strong interest in what others feel, and interdependence (c) 
uncertainty of self, low self-esteem or neuroticism (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). People with a 
greater SCO tend to be higher in conformity and possess a self-concept that can vary in different 
social situations, and be influenced by those around them (Gibbons & Buunk). Characteristics of 
high SCO can be found in anyone during times of uncertainty whether they have an actual higher 
level or not (Taylor & Lobel, 1989). It is important to look at SCO while researching adventure 
tourism consumers as often those taking part in an adventure activity are stepping out of their 
comfort zone to try something new, and are uncertain about their abilities. Social comparison 
allows them to learn how to adapt to challenging situations (Buunk & Gibbons). According to 
the literature surrounding levels of SCO (Buunk & Gibbons; Gibbons & Buunk; Taylor & Lobel) 
those with a higher SCO will choose images that present a more favorable outward appearance, 
which demonstrates a heightened awareness of one’s projected image, however as discussed 
earlier, previous research suggests the threat of showing inferiority when taking part in the 
activity (Buunk & Gibbons) would make downward comparison more appealing, leading the 
consumer to be drawn toward lower intensity images. This research will answer the question of 
which cognitive process drives adventure tourism consumers when comparing themselves to 
others and provide a starting point for future research on the subject.  
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 While the main focus of this study is to examine external dependent variables, research 
pertaining to internal motivating factors such as quest for knowledge and insight (Weber, 2001), 
restoring a displaced equilibrium (Fluker & Turner, 2000), and the perception of risk (Dickson & 
Dolnicar, 2004; Cater, 2006) create an important base when determining what images will appeal 
to consumers and the perceived characteristics of traditional adventure tourists. Before Weber’s 
research, risk theory was the main foundation of adventure tourism, which she argued was a 
mere extension of adventure or outdoor recreation leaving out the tourism concept entirely. 
Traveler characteristics, and consumer and travel behavior, open a window to analyzing the 
decision-making process (Sung, 2004). Baumgartner, Sujan, and Bettman (1992) researched 
appealing to different versions of the self by examining ways to elicit an emotional reaction from 
consumers through advertisements by triggering autobiographical memories. Autobiographical 
memories are those related to the self, and while not representative of exact dates and times, 
representative of a unique frame of a person’s life (Baumgartner et al.). Consumers use them to 
make connections between their own lives and a product or service being mentioned. The 
memories are affectively charged, and emotions evoked such as empathy were found to influence 
ad evaluations, and when autobiographical memories are present, consumers pay less attention to 
product features or information (Baumgartner et al.). Adventure tourism advertising is about 
creating the experience in consumers’ minds rather than offering a tangible product. 
Advertisements provide the tools necessary for consumers to project themselves into a situation 
and live vicariously through the ad (Walters, Sparks, & Herington, 2010). Walters et al. found 
when consumers project themselves into an ad, situation, or future consumption, their 
consumption vision (vision of themselves in a future vacation) is increased, and an emotional 
response occurs. Consumers internalize the lifestyle portrayed, convert the images into goals 
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they wish to achieve as a result of the purchase, and the purchase immediacy is heightened 
(Walters et al.). They found this has significant influence on someone looking to purchase a 
tourism product or service to the point of immediate purchase. The way in which a consumer 
views an ad is determined by how the elements of the ad are viewed within the context of 
background and characteristics (Meyers, 2010). Each person views an ad through a personal lens 
to find significance (Meyers). While other studies have broken down a growing and changing 
demographic into more manageable subgroups (Sung, 2004), the success of targeted marketing 
toward those groups still depends on triggering a feeling of similarity between the company or 
activity, and the individual (Meyers). For example, Whittler (1989) found African-American 
consumers prefer advertisements featuring African-Americans. The challenge for those in the 
adventure tourism industry is to convey not only a feeling of similarity between the models and 
the audience, but the skill level as well. Returning to the concept of self and the imagined 
audience, “…the cultural relevance of a consumer good to its audience is directly related to their 
self identity” (Meyers, p. 3). People will seek out consumer goods, or in this instance activities, 
that will enhance their standing in a desired social group and determine how they interpret cues 
found in the advertisements (Meyers). “When a message or product is meant to speak to the 
needs of a consumer’s social identity, it would be vital to include the audience using cues that 
highlight the importance of this group membership” (Meyers, p.3). Aaker, Brumbaugh, and Grier 
(2000) conducted a similar study but focused on those outside the target market when using 
targeted marketing. Excluding a group of potential consumers through exclusive ads is more than 
leaving out potentially new consumers; the effects run deeper (Aaker et al.). Negative, non-target 
market effects are not marked as simply failing to achieve favorable results, but rather decreased 
preferences of the brand (Aaker et al.). These effects can occur when the cues in the 
1136TTRA 2014 International Conference: Tourism and the New Global Economy
  
9 
advertisement are not in line with a need, belief, or value of the consumer (Aaker et al.). Their 
results revealed that favorable target market effects are stronger within distinctive groups rather 
than non-distinctive groups due to a heightened sense of similarity between self, the ad, and the 
group. Negative, non-target effects occur when members of a distinct group feel excluded from 
the target market as a whole, or when members of a non-distinct group cannot relate to the brand 
or product. This also presents a challenge for those in the adventure tourism industry as, 
according to the study, those in a smaller, more distinct group will have a stronger brand 
affiliation should they feel included in the targeted marketing but will actually have a decrease in 
preference should they feel excluded. Adventure tourism consumers are not broken down by 
race, sexual orientation, or other easily distinguishable traits, rather a broad spectrum of 
demographics, yet they want to feel they are a part of a distinct group of people (McGillivray & 
Frew, 2007). The challenge lies in making each person feel similar to the group, yet special. One 
way to do this is to appeal to the desires or internal needs of the group.  
Spending all week in a cubicle, or an unsatisfying home life can create a sense of 
unbalance in our lives (Fluker & Turner, 2000). Taking part in an adventure activity restores a 
sense of balance, thus an adventure activity is not a lifelong competition with nature, but rather a 
quick trip to reset an unbalanced equilibrium (Fluker & Turner). Fluker and Turner analyzed the 
needs, motivations, and expectations of adventure activity consumers by surveying customers at 
a whitewater rafting company. Results revealed significant differences in needs and motivations 
among consumers of whitewater rafting trips, but few differences in expectations of the trip 
(Fluker & Turner). Those with no prior rafting experience were drawn to the action of the 
whitewater trip itself and were willing to take more risks to achieve the experience, while those 
with prior experience focused on other benefits of rafting such as being with friends or being in 
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nature (Fluker & Turner). Therefore, it can be said that images portraying an adventure activity 
are not viewed literally, but as symbol of a different time in one’s life or a different version of 
oneself. The psychological self is made up of concepts of who we are, and it determines how we 
relate to the world (More & Averill, 2003). Consumers use certain brands or activities to express 
who they wish to be (desired self), strive to be (ideal self), or believe they should be (ought self), 
to step outside more consistent roles such as boss or parent (Aaker, 1999). Aaker describes the 
self as malleable, having various versions activated to match different situations. These are 
influenced by both personality and situational factors and can be activated at any time (Aaker). 
This is all part of creating one’s social identity, which includes not only actions taken by the 
individual, but the audience witnessing those actions (McGillivray & Frew, 2007). Social 
comparison cues are taken from others in similar situations to gauge prominent personality traits 
of the strived for self, and used to manage one’s outward impressions to gain approval and 
increase self-esteem (Aaker). When creating communication materials, those in the industry need 
to focus on the attributes that allow consumers to assume any identity they choose (Walters, 
Sparks, & Herrington, 2010).    
Risk also plays a role in images representing adventure tourism, and while a consumer 
might enjoy living vicariously through a high-risk image in an ad (Breazeale & Ponder, 2011), 
the consumer in this case must physically take part in the activity should they choose to purchase 
it. This again presents the internal struggle of upward vs. downward comparison. The desire to 
be the person in the high risk situation might appeal to a consumer in the privacy of his or her 
own home, however knowing the potential of others witnessing the consumption may result in 
images portraying those with similar or less skills (downward comparison) to be more successful 
in affecting purchase decisions (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). This creates the challenge of 
1138TTRA 2014 International Conference: Tourism and the New Global Economy
  
11 
matching the perceived risk level with the consumer’s comfort level. Dickson and Dolnicar 
(2004) found desired risk level varies with a person’s perception of risk, and conclude it would 
be beneficial for those in the adventure tourism industry to portray risk in a way that appeals to 
audiences with varying levels of desired risk. According to Cater (2006), handing over the 
element of risk to skilled guides automatically lowers the level of perceived risk, and when 
consumers perceive controlled risk as a challenge it enhances the overall enjoyment of the 
activity. Through a series of interviews with adventure tourism outfitters and customers, Cater 
found the most successful outfitters are those who reduce the actual risk while maintaining the 
thrilling feeling that surrounds it.  
The influx of adventure tourism companies offering more opportunities for tourists to 
take part in activities with less personal risk has opened up the consumer base for the industry. 
Past research on social comparison theory and the adventure tourism industry creates a strong 
foundation for understanding the personal motivation of choosing to take part in an adventure 
(Fluker & Turner, 2000; Weber, 2001; Dickson & Dolnicar, 2004; Cater, 2006), the subgroups of 
adventure tourists (Sung, 2004), and how social comparison affects our feelings and actions 
(Buunk, 1995; Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), but none has looked at each 
aspect in an attempt to understand the adventure tourist for what they truly are today, and that is 
a consumer of a commercial good in a growing industry with rising competition. This research 
aims to provide insight into what drives someone to a specific adventure activity package using 
the framework of social comparison theory to explain the cognitive process behind choosing a 
specific adventure activity. Those in the adventure tourism industry may be able to utilize this 
research to create and use images that appeal to a wider audience in website, social and 
traditional marketing efforts. The questions to be answered by this research are:  
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R1: Does the level of intensity portrayed in an adventure tourism activity image affect 
the consumers’ attitude toward the image? 
R2: Does the level of intensity portrayed in an adventure tourism activity image affect 
the consumers’ attitude toward the activity? 
R3: Does the level of intensity portrayed in an adventure tourism activity image affect 
the consumers’ purchase intentions? 
R4: Does social comparison theory explain the relationship between effective advertising 
images and consumers?  
R5: Are consumers of adventure tourism activities driven by upward or downward 
comparisons when shown adventure images?  
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Method 
Participants 
The proposed research questions were examined using a 3 (images: high vs. low vs. 
neutral = control) x 2 (social comparison orientation: high vs. low) experimental design, with 
activity involvement as the confounding variable. The sample was created by collecting email 
addresses through neighborhood email lists from Texas, Virginia, and Ohio, and the social 
networking sites LinkedIn and Facebook (n=510).  
Materials and Procedure 
The main experiment utilized the stimuli chosen through the pre-test that resulted in one 
image representing each level of intensity: low (see Figure A1), neutral (see Figure A2), and 
high (see Figure A3). Three filler images (see Figure A4) were used to accompany each stimuli 
resulting in four images per survey. Participants were chosen randomly from the sample to fill 
out a questionnaire containing a high intensity image (n=170), low intensity image (n=170), or 
neutral image (n=170). For control purposes, the three filler images were the same for each 
survey, with the order randomized to reduce ordinal causation (Reynolds, 1977). Surveys were 
created using Google Forms, and responses were collected anonymously.  
The experiment was split into four stages. In the first stage, participants were exposed to 
the four images assigned to them. In the second stage, participants were asked to provide 
answers about their attitude toward the image and the activity using eight seven-point semantic 
differential scales (Ang & Lim, 2006; Voss, Spangenberg & Grohmann, 2003) in response to the 
stimuli on the previous page. Participants were instructed to complete this section without 
returning to the image page. In the third stage, purchase intention and activity involvement were 
measured by answering ten questions using Likert scales, and again instructed to not return to the 
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first page. In the fourth stage, participants were asked to complete the Iowa-Netherlands 
comparison (INCOM) orientation measure to gauge social comparison orientation levels 
(Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). The format of the survey attempted to reduce common method 
variance (CMV), and limiting false assumptions through keeping the survey short, varying the 
anchor labels, ensuring anonymity and reverse wording questions to break response patterns 
(MacKenzie & Podsakoff, 2012).   
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Results 
 
 A total of 144 surveys were completed and returned. The respondents consisted of 62 
percent (n=89) female, 36 percent (n=52) male, and 2 percent (n=3) chose not to disclose that 
information. Table B1 provides a full list of age, ethnicity and race of respondents. The 
geographic location of respondents spanned 19 states (see Figure A5). To create even samples 
for each survey, the same number of participants (n=44) per survey were chosen randomly 
To answer the proposed research questions, a one-way ANOVA was performed for the 
three dependent variables: attitude toward the activity, attitude toward the image, and purchase 
intention to test the significance of intensity level (see Table B2). Two separate two-way 
ANOVA tests were then performed to examine the relationship between SCO level and intensity 
level, and also the relationship between experience and intensity level. High and low SCO and 
experience levels were determined using the top 25 percent (n=11) and bottom 25 percent (n=11) 
of the results of the INCOM scale, and experience with the activity.  
Attitude toward image. In the one-way ANOVA test, the effect of intensity level was 
not significant on attitude toward the image, F (1, 86) = 3.02, p = .086. The two-way ANOVA 
test revealed there was no significant two-way interaction between SCO and intensity level F (1, 
40) = .83, p = .37. In the two-way ANOVA testing, SCO effects were observed F (1, 40) = 4.08, 
p = .04, and more positive attitudes toward the image resulted from high SCO levels (M = 4.76) 
than low SCO levels (M = 3.98) (see Table B3). Cohen’s effect size value (d = .63) suggests a 
moderate to high practical significance (Cohen, 1988). 
Attitude toward activity. Using the one-way ANOVA test, intensity level did not prove 
a significant effect on respondents’ attitude toward the activity F (1, 86) = 1.38, p = .24, again, 
there was no significant two-way interaction between SCO and intensity level with regard to 
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attitude toward the activity F (1, 40) = .17, p = .68. In the two-way ANOVA test, SCO proved 
significant in affecting the attitude toward the activity F (1, 40) = 11.98, p = .001, and more 
positive attitudes toward the activity were observed when SCO levels were high (M = 5.98) 
rather than low (M = 4.98) (see Table B4). Cohen’s effect size value (d = 1.08) suggests a high 
practical significance (Cohen). 
Purchase intention. In the one-way ANOVA test, the effect of intensity level was not 
observed on purchase intentions F (1, 40) = 1.11, p = .29. There was also no significant two-way 
interaction between SCO and intensity level F (1, 32) = .01, p = .91. The two-way ANOVA test 
found that SCO had significant effects on purchase intentions F (1, 40) = 7.39, p = .009, with 
high SCO resulting in higher intent to purchase (M = 4.09) than low SCO (M = 2.88) (see Table 
B5). Cohen’s effect size value (d = .85) again suggests a high practical significance (Cohen). 
Experience. There was no significant two-way interaction between experience and 
intensity level on any of the three dependent variables: attitude toward the ad F (1, 40) = .03, p = 
.86, attitude toward the activity F (1, 40) = .88, p = .88, or purchase intention F (1, 40) = .51, p = 
.48. There was a significance between experience and attitude toward the activity F (1, 40) = 
11.69 p = .001, with more experience resulting in more favorable attitude toward the activity (M 
= 6.15) than less experience (M = 5.10). Cohen’s effect size value (d = 1.07) suggests a high 
practical significance (Cohen). There was also significance between experience level and 
purchase intention F (1, 40) = 9.96, p = .003, with more experience resulting in higher intent to 
purchase (M = 4.28) than less experience (M = 2.87). Cohen’s effect size value (d = .99) suggests 
a high practical significance (Cohen). There was not a significance between experience and 
effects on attitude toward the ad F (1, 40) = .69, p = .411. 
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 Neutral (control). SCO did not prove significant on attitude toward the ad F (1, 20) = 
.04, p = .84, attitude toward the activity F (1, 20) = 1.71, p = .21, or purchase intention F (1, 20) 
= .56, p = .46 for those presented the neutral image survey.  
1145TTRA 2014 International Conference: Tourism and the New Global Economy
  
18 
Discussion 
 
The results of the experiment indicate there is not a significance between intensity level 
and attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the activity, or purchase intentions providing an 
answer for research questions (1), (2), and (3).  To answer whether or not SCO explains the 
relationship between effective adventure tourism images and consumer attitudes, it is important 
to look at the significance of SCO on attitudes as well as the control and confounding variables. 
Experience level proved significant on attitude toward the activity and purchase intention, but 
not attitude toward the image suggesting those with more experience will be drawn toward the 
activity no matter the image in the advertisement confirming Fluker and Turner’s (2000) 
research in which experienced rafters cared more about benefits such as spending time with 
friends or being outdoors. The fact that SCO proves to be a significant effect on both the high 
and low intensity images, but not the neutral image suggests that while the intensity level of the 
image might not prove a factor in affecting consumer attitudes, an image of the activity taking 
place does trigger a cognitive response. This is similar to Baumgartner, Sujan, and Bettman’s 
(1992) findings of effective advertisements eliciting autobiographical memories from a unique, 
positive frame of a person’s life, causing consumers demonstrating high levels of SCO to have a 
more favorable response toward the image, activity, and purchase. Because the experience level 
does not affect the attitude toward the image, it can be suggested that those responding more 
favorably toward the image are either naturally higher in SCO, or placed in an unfamiliar 
situation exhibiting the characteristics of those with high SCO (Taylor & Lobel, 1989). 
Therefore, social comparison theory does explain the relationship between effective adventure 
tourism images and consumer attitudes. The current study also provides a base for upward vs. 
downward comparison research as those exposed to high intensity images identified as less 
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experienced, while those exposed to low intensity images identified as more experienced. This 
supports earlier research stating Festinger’s (1954) notion of upward drive is used only when the 
threat of showing inexperience does not exist (Buunk, 1995). Those shown the low intensity 
images took part in downward comparison boosting their self-esteem and inflating their 
confidence in their skills (Morse & Gergen, 1970), while those shown high intensity images took 
part in upward comparison, not in an attempt to better themselves, but rather in a way that 
lowered their self-esteem and confidence in their skills (Morse & Gergen).  
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Conclusion 
 
Before this study, there had been little research focusing on the images that appeal to 
consumers of adventure tourism activities. As with other segments of tourism, it is important to 
develop sophisticated strategic communication and digital media plans in order to remain 
competitive within the industry. Companies need to understand not only the demographics of the 
changing consumer base, but their motivations and behaviors. Social comparison theory has 
explanatory power in the industry as more people are using their experiences as a way to create a 
self-image displayed through social media and the Internet (McGillivray & Frew, 2007). The 
results are important when looking at targeted marketing and the chance of creating negative 
attitudes toward the brand by alienating a segment of the audience (Meyers, 2010). Knowing that 
those with more experience are not affected by the intensity level represented in the image while 
the drive to compare oneself to others taking part in the activity does, suggests it could be 
beneficial for those in the industry to choose images that represent activities suitable for those 
with less experience. This will aid in creating a feeling of inclusion in the target audience, and 
appeal to an audience that encompasses a variety of skill levels.  
Similar to Weber’s (2001) findings that traditional definitions of adventure tourism 
focused around risk are outdated due to a lack of consideration of the tourism aspect, the results 
suggest today’s adventure tourists are not looking for extreme trips, but rather benefits that 
accompany the activity such as being with friends or in nature (Fluker & Turner, 2000). Even 
though there was not a significant effect between intensity level and SCO level, the fact that a 
high level of SCO resulted in a positive attitude toward the image, attitude toward the activity, 
and purchase intention suggests that taking part in an adventure activity is enough to display the 
characteristics of high SCO regardless of the intensity level of the images. Knowing this allows 
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those in the industry to further understand the cognitive processes taking place when consumers 
consider an adventure activity, such as a heightened awareness of self-image coupled with low-
self-esteem (Buunk & Gibbons), and use it to create advertisements that speak to such thoughts 
and allow for consumers to live vicariously through them (Walters, Sparks, & Herington, 2010).   
The current study did not examine consumers’ attitude toward adventure activities in 
general or current tourism habits. It also only looked at images depicting one adventure activity 
(whitewater rafting) and while results showed significant practical implications, the research 
could benefit from the use of a larger sample size. Moving forward, research on the topic needs 
to expand into the effects of images accompanied by text as well as the presence of brand names. 
Future studies might examine a mixture of activities to provide more general results for the 
industry as a whole.  
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Appendix A 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Low intensity. 
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Figure 2. Neutral.  
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Figure 3. High intensity.  
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Figure 4. Supplemental images. 
1157TTRA 2014 International Conference: Tourism and the New Global Economy
  
30 
 
  
Figure 5. Geographic location of respondents.  
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Appendix B 
Table 1. Demographics of sample. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Female Male Female Male Female Male Blank Female Male Female Male Blank Female Male
Hispanic or 
Latino
Not Hispanic 
or Latino 1 1Hispanic or 
Latino 1
Not Hispanic 
or Latino 1
Hispanic or 
Latino 3 1 1
Not Hispanic 
or Latino 1 1 1 1
Hispanic or 
Latino 2 2 1 1
Not Hispanic 
or Latino 4 1 22 17 11 13 1 12 6 14 5 1 3 2
Hispanic or 
Latino
Not Hispanic 
or Latino 1
65+18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 54-65
Asian
African 
American
Other
White
Blank
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics.   
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Table 3. Attitude toward the image. 
Summary
Response Attitude (ad)
Factor	#1 Intensity Fixed
Factor	#2 SCO Fixed
Descriptive Statistics
Factor Group Sample size Mean Variance
Standard 
Deviation
Intensity x SCO 1 x 1 11 3.84848 1.05253 1.02593
Intensity x SCO 1 x 2 11 4.9697 1.78788 1.33712
Intensity x SCO 2 x 1 11 4.12121 0.60606 0.7785
Intensity x SCO 2 x 2 11 4.54545 2.98384 1.72738
Intensity 1 22 4.40909 1.68182 1.29685
Intensity 2 22 4.33333 1.75661 1.32537
SCO 1 22 3.98485 0.80928 0.8996
SCO 2 22 4.75758 2.31938 1.52295
ANOVA
Source of Variation SS d.f. MS F p-level F crit
Factor #1 0.06313 1 0.06313 0.03927 0.84392 4.08475
Factor #2 6.56818 1 6.56818 4.08577 0.04997 4.08475
Factor #1 + #2 1.33586 1 1.33586 0.83098 0.36745 4.08475
Within Groups 64.30303 40 1.60758
Total 72.2702 43 1.6807
Two-way ANOVA
 
1161TTRA 2014 International Conference: Tourism and the New Global Economy
  
34 
Table 4. Attitude toward the activity.  
Summary
Response Attitude (activity)
Factor	#1 Intensity Fixed
Factor	#2 SCO Fixed
Descriptive Statistics
Factor Group Sample size Mean Variance
 Standard 
Deviation
Intensity x SCO 1 x 1 11 5.19318 1.57926 1.25669
Intensity x SCO 1 x 2 11 6.07955 0.84148 0.91732
Intensity x SCO 2 x 1 11 4.76136 0.78267 0.88469
Intensity x SCO 2 x 2 11 5.88636 0.5108 0.7147
Intensity 1 22 5.63636 1.3585 1.16555
Intensity 2 22 5.32386 0.94741 0.97335
SCO 1 22 4.97727 1.17357 1.08331
SCO 2 22 5.98295 0.65371 0.80853
ANOVA
Source of Variation SS d.f. MS F p-level F crit
Factor #1 1.07422 1 1.07422 1.15688 0.28856 4.08475
Factor #2 11.12536 1 11.12536 11.98141 0.00129 4.08475
Factor #1 + #2 0.15661 1 0.15661 0.16866 0.6835 4.08475
Within Groups 37.14205 40 0.92855
Total 49.49822 43 1.15112
Two-way ANOVA
 
1162TTRA 2014 International Conference: Tourism and the New Global Economy
  
35 
Table 5. Purchase intention.  
Summary
Response Purchase Intention
Factor	#1 Intensity Fixed
Factor	#2 SCO Fixed
Descriptive Statistics
Factor Group Sample size Mean Variance
Standard 
Deviation
Intensity x SCO 1 x 1 11 3.16364 2.31055 1.52005
Intensity x SCO 1 x 2 11 4.23636 1.82255 1.35002
Intensity x SCO 2 x 1 11 2.6 1.368 1.16962
Intensity x SCO 2 x 2 11 3.94545 3.20073 1.78906
Intensity 1 22 3.7 2.26952 1.50649
Intensity 2 22 3.27273 2.6497 1.62779
SCO 1 22 2.88182 1.83489 1.35458
SCO 2 22 4.09091 2.4142 1.55377
ANOVA
Source of Variation SS d.f. MS F p-level F crit
Factor #1 2.00818 1 2.00818 0.92311 0.34243 4.08475
Factor #2 16.08091 1 16.08091 7.39198 0.00964 4.08475
Factor #1 + #2 0.20455 1 0.20455 0.09402 0.76071 4.08475
Within Groups 87.01818 40 2.17545
Total 105.31182 43 2.44911
Two-way ANOVA
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